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Sim City
A s any longtime Portlander can attest, before Portland was 

positively funky, it was positively funky. But over the past 
few decades the city has achieved a miraculous turn-

around, largely through adaptive re-use of formerly vacant or 
dilapidated structures. Portland’s unique sense of place enabled 
and continues to fuel this remarkable transformation.  

According to Yarmouth architect Mitchell Rasor, ‘place’ 
suggests the vibrancy of “buildings that define the street as an 
outdoor room, furnished with generous sidewalks, windows 
into shops and cafes, trees, and benches.” So, what might New 
Urbanism look like in Portland? 

Approaching downtown from the north, one enters the 
beautified Woodfords Corner at the confluence of Deering and 
Forest Avenues, where a handsome brick building of three or 
more stories replaces the surface parking lot which used to 
sit in front of Dunkin’ Donuts. A differentiated façade allows 
sunlight to dance back and forth across the structure. The new 
building extends south along Deering Avenue toward Big Sky 
Bread Company, completing an urbanized block and creat-
ing a new destination. Dunkin’ Donuts continues to occupy 
the first floor of the building, which is now busier-than-ever, 
thanks to increased foot traffic. The sidewalks in front of the 
older, more urban Oddfellows Building and neighboring struc-
tures anchoring the Corner are widened to provide space for 
attractive sidewalk furniture for al-fresco dining, both of which 
allow people to see and be seen. Forest Avenue itself is nar-
rowed. (While this won’t decrease traffic on its own, research 
shows that if you widen streets, you’re 100 percent guaranteed 
to increase traffic. The goal is to make it a complete street–one 
which caters to shoppers, visitors, residents, workers, and bikes 
as well as cars and buses.) A line of evenly spaced shade trees 

by  pat r i c k  v e n n e

By re-arranging the raw elements of growth, desolate seas of asphalt be-
come inviting, public spaces. A re-imagined Top of the Old Port pulsates with 
activity. Benches, flower beds, and fountains allow visitors to relax and give 
children a place to play. Shady trees cater to peoples’ bibliophilia. This de-
sign reinforces the continuity of an otherwise unbroken plan in the design of 
the street, while mixed-use buildings frame the scene and provide a constant 
flow of foot traffic.
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You say you want an evolution? As future Portland cityscapes spring to life, so 
will the design of our New England city morph into “outdoor rooms” that will 
allow us to see and be seen.
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To enliven Forest Avenue, a multi-way boulevard incorporates urbanist principles. Central trav-
el lanes accommodate faster traffic and are flanked by one-way, tree-lined access-ways for local 
businesses. Medians punctuate the otherwise constant onslaught of traffic and provide refuge 
for public transit riders. With wide sidewalks hugged by local shops and restaurants on either 
side of the street, Forest Avenue facilitates travel by all modes. It becomes a destination rath-
er than merely a route.

creates a comforting canopy over the public way.
A similar design extends the length of the street, 

toward downtown, where landowners have taken 
advantage of former parking lots by pulling new 
structures closer to the street; first-floor uses are 
pedestrian-oriented to allow groceries and other 
household necessities to be purchased on foot; and 
college students live in the same structure they dine 
at, rent movies from, or work in. Forest Avenue Plaza 
has been replaced with a well-lit and inviting urban 
space, which houses new uses in addition to those 
dating to its time as a strip mall. Restaurants, coffee 
shops, and even a few neighborhood pubs akin to 
the Great Lost Bear and Whaddapita! line portions of 
the street. With their broad, inviting windows, these 

structures create a seamless transition between the 
public, semi-public, and private realms.  

On the other side of town, Westgate Plaza has 
become a mixed-use urban neighborhood. While 
parking is just as easily obtained as it was when the 
automobile reined supreme, it has been relegated 
to a position of secondary importance; all cars now 
park behind new and denser development, away 
from the public eye. Street lamps guide pedestrians 
through public infrastructure including wide side-
walks, walking trails and a pedestrian-only way 
leading to a mix of local and national retail shops, 
above which elderly residents live side by side with 
students in law, medicine, pharmacy, or any number 
of other graduate programs within walking distance 
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of improved transit nodes along Congress 
Street and Stevens Avenue. The increased 
density allows more frequent bus service, and 
there is talk of a streetcar. As a result, the fewer 
cars driving by the “Village at Westgate” real-
ize they are in a place people care about, and 
slow down as they pass or, more frequently, 
pull in. 

The length of Congress Street to the 
Libbytown neighborhood has filled in with 
new structures similar to those along the 
recently revitalized Forest Avenue, until 
meeting the up-and-coming St. John Street. 
St. John Street from Park Avenue near 
Hadlock Field to Margarita’s has developed 
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Building on its strong urban history and convenient location, 
Woodfords Corner becomes the center of a bustling neighbor-
hood. Covered sidewalk cafés allow al-fresco dining rain or 
shine, and a nearby theater generates constant foot-traffic af-
ter dark. The broadened sidewalk accommodates increased pe-
destrian travel demands.  

St. John St. residents enjoy local commerce, community, 
and social interaction–all on foot–while visitors are af-
forded convenient on-street parking in addition to rear 
lots. Metered parking creates a protective buffer between 
people and cars, encouraging inviting window-shopping. 
An arcade of trees calm traffic along the sidewalk, focus-
ing attention on the storefronts it frames.  

into a thriving neighborhood of commerce 
and culture. In response to the rising num-
ber of businesses which left the suburbs 
to reinvest in Portland, McDonald’s rede-
veloped its parking lot–again!–and now 
occupies a smaller space in a new, multi-
story mixed-use building which anchors 
the neighborhood. St. John Place signifies a 
transition from the inner-ring suburbs to an 
urban core. Union Station Plaza has again 
been demolished, with the site restored to 

its former glory. A stately building occupies 
the site and now hugs the sidewalk; like the 
Village at Westgate, parking is placed behind 
the structure. In this way, pedestrians are 
drawn south toward western Commercial 
Street, where the renewed interest in urban 
development initially began to creep out-
ward from the Old Port. The city’s various 
urban villages have all begun to connect 
with each other and, ultimately, to its central 
core.  Deering Center, Rosemont Corner, and (Continued on page 74)

North Deering are increasingly experiencing 
pressure from developers interested in creat-
ing similar urban settings in those contexts.    

While it’s true this vision appears 
extravagant, it doesn’t need to remain that 
way. Portland’s built environment and the 
problems facing it may be far too complex 
to be susceptible to a cure-all, but a prop-
erly drafted form-based code may be the 
next best thing. “New Urbanism” doesn’t 
suggest a simple answer to sprawl or dis-
jointed land uses; nor is it meant to imply 
a desire for sterile or pre-canned architec-
ture, or to limit opportunities for contem-
porary design. Rather, it reflects a desire 
to ensure the elements of new growth are 
arranged in a civically responsible manner 
by requiring a minimum base of context-
sensitive urban appropriateness.  

To Portlanders, in fact, there is nothing 
“new” about this concept at all. The task 
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Why Portland?
Year after year, the city tops the list as one  
of the best places to live and work.

From its vibrant arts and cultural scene, to  
top-notch restaurants, great outdoors, and  
amazing quality of life, Portland offers what  
a big city can—without any of the hassle.

See why many of the nation’s leading creative  
entrepreneurs have chosen to call Portland  
home at liveworkportland.

Photo credit  Greater Portland convention and Visitors Bureau

Find your inspiration.

PORTLAND, Maine

portlandmaine.gov

Contact the City’s Economic Development Division
1-800-874-8144

We’ll help your business grow and prosper in Portland.
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Sim City (continued from page 50)

Creating Generations of Smiles

Falmouth Family Dentistry

Dr. Nancy Sargent
Dr. Irina Babayan

are pleased to welcome new patients

251 U.S. Route 1 • Falmouth, Maine 04105 • (207) 781-4216 
Insurance Welcome • Convenient Hours Available

If I ever need extra help,     

                my teachers 

will make time for me.

COLLEGE PREP FOR GRADES 5 THROUGH 12     (207) 846-2376     WWW.NYA.ORG

Jack
6th Grade Student

I KNOW
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When complete, Federated Companies’ plans for the West Bay-
side project will house a variety of uses, from structured pub-
lic parking, to retail, office, and over 500 units of housing. Its 

at hand, then, is grappling with how to 
ensure this continues to be true. As centrif-
ugal market forces continue to drain activ-
ity from the city, it is worth questioning 
how the city might curb this trend and re-
establish a place-based gravitational pull. 
A carefully crafted form-based code, by 
prescribing the positive aspects of urban-
ism rather than merely proscribing the 



(207) 775-0251 or (800) 370-1790 • www.harborfish.com
9 Custom House Wharf • Portland, Maine 04101 • Mon-Sat 8:30-5:30

• PORTLAND’S PREMIER FISH MARKET
• COURTEOUS & KNOWLEDGEABLE SALES STAFF
• WIDE VARIETY OF QUALITY FISH & SEAFOOD
• WE PACK TO TRAVEL & SHIP NATIONWIDE

• GIFT CARDS

9 Custom House Wharf • Portland, Maine 04101 • Mon-Sat 8:30-5:30 Sun 9:00-3:00

mainewoolens.com • 207-798-7933
OPEN MON-SUN 9 a.m. TO 5 p.m. 

106 Pleasant Street, Brunswick

OPEN WED-SUN 9 a.m. TO 5 p.m. • CLOSED MONDAY AND TUESDAY
www.mjblankets.com

100% washable wool blankets   fleece throws

BOTTOMS UP BABY SETS

OPEN WED-SUN 9 a.m. TO 5 p.m. • CLOSED MONDAY AND TUESDAY
www.mjblankets.com

100% washable wool blankets   fleece throws

BOTTOMS UP BABY SETS

Fresh Inventory from our new 
manufacturing facility in Brunswick, 
as well as the same quality products 

you’ve come to love

Maine 
Woolens 

outlet

washable wool & cotton blankets 
made in Maine

Maine Woolens MAY11.indd   1 4/22/11   10:26 AM
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form will be urban in nature, unlike so much of the develop-
ment Bayside has seen since its district plan. The company has 
game-changing plans for the Portland peninsula. 

negative ones, may hold the key to allow-
ing Portland to build, quite literally, upon 
its strengths, continuing its surge toward 
realizing its future as one of the most liv-
able cities in America. n

>> Patrick Venne is a Portland zoning attorney with a master’s 
degree in community planning which emphasized land use and 
design. Have a vision for a new Portland? Send us your thoughts 
by visiting portlandmonthly.com/portmag/about/contact-us.

Concentrating development near preexisting infrastruc-
ture and services enhances livability. Along Spring Street, 
residents walk to their daily needs while electric streetcars 
allow workers to hold impromptu meetings outside of the 
office. Parked cars are hidden by a new row of shops that 
allow comfortable window shopping. The urban fabric that 
represents Portland’s central business and shopping dis-
tricts is reconnected.


